blasphemer and Jesus, 2 as well as between the blasphemer's mother and the Virgin Mary. 3 In fact, the zoharic commentary on the blasphemer's biblical story provides a significant understanding of the Zohar's ambivalent attitude towards Jesus as Son of God-and of the Virgin Mary as linked to the Shekhinah.
Several elements of the early counter-narrative history of Jesus, as it is found in the Talmud, for instance, were developed in Jewish anti-Christian polemical works and folklore formulated from Late Antiquity to the early Middle Ages (mainly in western Europe). These elements eventually became part of the famous polemical tract known (in its different variants and forms) as Toledot Yešu (The life story of Jesus) [henceforth TY]. 4 The article focuses on three central themes of the counter-narrative history of Jesus: 1) the magical and lethal use of the Holy Name; 2) the Egyptian father; 3) the mother as a prostitute/an adulterous woman.
The anti-Christian zoharic homilies should be understood as part of a rise in Jewish anti-Christian polemical works in Western Europe in the early Middle Ages, many of them from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. 5 Moreover, as shown in this essay, the zoharic anti-Christian polemics were likely also influenced by Kabbalistic traditions containing polemical material against Christianity, such as the material which can be found in the mystical medieval midrash ʾOtiyot dĕRabbi 'Akiva (8-9 th cent.), in the writings of Rabbi Abraham Abulafia (13 th cent.), and in Sefer haPĕli'āh (13-14 th cent.).
The story of the blasphemer is described in Lev 24:10-14:
Now the son of an Israelite woman, whose father was an Egyptian, went out among the sons of Israel; and the Israelite woman's son and a man of Israel struggled with each other in the camp. The son of the Israelite woman blasphemed the Name and cursed. So they brought him to Moses. Now his mother's name was Shelomith, the daughter of Dibri, of the tribe of Dan. They put him in custody so that the command of the Lord might be made clear to them. Then the Lord spoke to Moses, saying, Bring the one who has cursed outside the camp, and let all who heard him lay their hands on his head; then let all the congregation stone him.
This short story is extremely unusual and stands out in the narrative frame of Leviticus, 6 
 Midrashic and Philonic Interpretations
The earliest source supplying a narrative context to the biblical story of the blasphemer is found in the writings of Philo (d. 45-50 CE), who describes the blasphemer (the son of the Israelite woman and an Egyptian man) as a bastard (νόθος).
7 Philo uses extremely strong condemnatory language, describing this product of a mixed marriage as "a promiscuous, nondescript and menial crowd, a bastard (νόθον) 8 host, so to speak, associated with the true-born." 9 Philo sees Shelomith's son as having rejected his mother's tradition and having embraced his father's Egyptian atheism, which included the worshipping of the earth as a challenge to heavenly rule. In a fit of anger, and out of his love for Egyptian atheism, the son of the Egyptian cursed God and was punished by stoning. The blasphemer described here is a bastard, the fruit of an illicit relationship between his mother (Shelomith) and the Egyptian taskmaster killed by Moses (using the magical power of God's name). In earlier midrashic sources (from 3 rd cent. Palestine) the blasphemer even appears as the only bastard known in his times.
12
The narrative described here bears an intriguing resemblance to the counternarrative to the story of Jesus's birth in the New Testament, as hinted in the Babylonian Talmud:
(Was he) the son of Stada (and not on the contrary) the son of Pandera? Said Rav Hisda: the husband (ba'al) was Stada, (and) the cohabiter/lover (bo'ēl) was Pandera. Let us return, however, to the words put into the mouth of the Jew, where the mother of Jesus is described as having been turned out by the carpenter who was betrothed to her, as she had been convicted of adultery and had a child by a certain soldier named Panthera. 16 It is possible that the story about Jesus's Father being a (Roman) soldier named Panthera (or Pantera) influenced the description in VR, whereby the Egyptian taskmaster was the blasphemer's father, thus hinting at the counter-narrative life story of Jesus.
17
Moreover, Celsus also mentions the connection between Jesus and Egypt in the context of obtaining Egyptian magical powers:
And he says that because he [Jesus] was poor he hired himself out as a workman in Egypt, and there tried his hand at certain magical powers on which the Egyptians pride themselves; he returned full of conceit, because of these powers, and on account of them gave himself the title of God. Jesus's escape to Egypt is mentioned in Matt 2:13-16, but here Celsus adds his own counter-gospel narrative of the short period that Jesus spent in Egypt. Schäfer has shown the possible connection between the Egyptian magic used by Jesus (as described by Celsus) and the identification of the magician with the god whom he conjures up. In this context he also mentions the magical use of God's name (in particular, the mention of the Tetragrammaton YHWH), as found in the Greek magical papyri from Greco-Roman Egypt(!). 19 The fact that Jesus achieved magical powers in Egypt is also hinted at in the Talmud, which describes the Son of Stada as bringing magic from Egypt "by means of scratches/tattoos (biseritāh) upon his 14 20 In this context, another important detail mentioned in the midrash from VR is the power of the ineffable Holy Name, as a weapon used by Moses to kill the Egyptian man (the blasphemer's father). By this allusion, as suggested by Scholem, the midrash is possibly hinting at the attempt of the blasphemer to use the magical power of the name. 21 As is well known, the use of the ineffable Holy Name becomes a central theme in the counter-narrative of Jesus's life found in polemic Jewish sources.
22
The combination of the various elements in the VR story creates a strong resemblance to the counter-narrative traditions about Jesus found in the Talmud and in Celsus: the description of the blasphemer as the most famous bastard of his time; the fact that his father is an Egyptian soldier (who committed adultery with Shelomith); the possible allusion to the magical use of the ineffable Holy Name (which Jesus might have acquired in Egypt, as described by Philo); and finally, the fact that both Jesus and the blasphemer were publicly executed for their acts.
23

 The Zoharic Homilies on the Blasphemer's Story
The zoharic homilies on the blasphemer appear in the manuscripts (preceding the first printed editions of the Zohar) as part of a separate unit, unconnected to the Emor pericope, with which they are linked in the printed editions (where they appear at the end of the pericope, Zohar 3 105b-106b).
24
When one takes into account the fact that the contents of these homilies contain some resemblance to the Rā'ya Mehēmna and Tikunei Zohar (henceforth RM and TZ), 25 it seems plausible to suggest that this material might have its origins closer to the beginning of the fourteenth century. 25 Cf. below n. 28.
The bastard, the mixed multitude and the lethal use of the Holy Name
The zoharic homilies on the blasphemer have many similarities to the midrashic (and Philonic) interpretation of the blasphemer's story. However, these homilies contain some unique additions, which strengthen the anti-Christian allusions to the counter-narrative history of Jesus. The homily begins with an allusion to the fact that the blasphemer is a bastard: "Brawled in the camp-from here we learn: Whoever comes from a filthy seed eventually exposes it before all.
What causes this? The filth of the evil portion within him, for he has no share in the entire sphere of Israel."
26
The Zohar places the story of the blasphemer in a unique mythical context. The Son is transformed into the mythic figure of the bastard, who was begotten of "a filthy seed" and who therefore has the "filth of the evil portion within him." As demonstrated above, the midrash in VR emphasizes the fact that the blasphemer is the sole example of the biblical bastard. The Zohar, in its unique hermeneutic interpretation, adds a mythical context to this figure by hinting to his adulterous origin from the seed of the Evil Serpent (symbolizing the Sitra ʾAḥra, the "Other Side"). The symbolism of the filthy seed is known from earlier sources 27 and appears in another zoharic source belonging to TZ (or RM):
Now the serpent was more subtle than any beast of the field (Gen. 3:1). "Subtle ('arum)" for Evil (lera'), "than any beast" -of the world's nations' idolaters ‫,)עכו"ם(‬ and they are the sons of the Ancient Serpent who seduced Eve. And [they are] the mixed multitude ('Erev Rav), certainly they are [from] the filth [seed] that the serpent had penetrated in Eve. And from that filth was Cain begotten, and [he] killed Abel. 28 The filthy seed of the Serpent is identified here with the "mixed multitude" (i.e., Israelites mixed with Egyptian origin). In the zoharic homilies on the blasphemer this is connected with the mythic figure of the bastard who was begotten from the Serpent's filthy seed. Interestingly, the mixed multitude is identified in another zoharic RM passage with the figure of Jesus (and Muhammed):
From the side of idolatry Šābtai (Saturn) is called Lilith, mixed dung, on account of the filth mixed from all kinds of dirt and worms, into which they throw dead dogs and dead asses, the sons of Esau and Ishmael, in her (and there) Jesus and Mohammed, who are dead dogs, are buried among them. She (Lilith) is the grave of idolatry, where they bury the uncircumcised, (who are) dead dogs, an abomination and a bad smell, soiled and fetid, a bad family. She (Lilith) is the ligament, which holds fast the "mixed multitude'' (Ex. xii. 38), which is mixed among Israel, and which holds fast bone and flesh, that is, the sons of Esau and Ishmael, dead bone and unclean flesh torn of beasts in the field, of which it is said (Ex. xxii. 31): "Ye shall cast it to the dogs." 29 When combining these three sources (which might all be linked to the later RM material), it is plausible that the serpent's filthy seed, from which the blasphemous bastard was begotten, alludes also to Jesus. 30 The zoharic homily also reveals a similar background story to that which appears in the VR midrash: 30 In this context it is interesting to note that Schäfer suggests that the name "Stara" (which appears in some manuscripts and printed editions of b. Sanh. 67a as the name of Jesus's mother or her husband, instead of "Stada")-can be vocalized as "Sitra" (lit. "side"). Schäfer mentions that he does not "want to suggest that 'Sitra' could be an allusion to the kabbalistic notion of Sitra ʾAḫra, the 'other side' of evil, particularly in the Zohar, [as] The Karlsruhe manuscript (13 th century) might be too early for such a kabbalistic reading of the Jesus story." See Schäfer, Jesus in the Talmud, 149. However, this possibility might be a suitable reading of the zoharic homily, alluding to the possibility of the Sitra ʾAḫra (symbolized by the serpent) as being the father of the blasphemer, and thus alluding to connection between the blasphemer and Jesus the (bastard) son of "Stara. Rabbi Abba reveals that during the fight between the Israelite man and "the son of an Israelite woman" (the blasphemer), the Israelite man said "something about the mother." Clearly it is hinted here that the Israelite man told the blasphemer that his mother was a whore and that he was a bastard. 33 As a result, the offended son, wanting to defend his mother's name, used the Holy Name as a weapon in an attempt to kill (pierce) the Israelite man.
Another Rabbi Yitzhaq adds that the Israelite man had not only spoken about the blasphemer's mother (implying her impurity), but had also revealed to him that Moses killed his Egyptian father by the lethal power of the Holy Name. Rabbi Yitzhaq alludes to a midrashic tradition according to which the question: Do you intend to kill me? ‫אומר(‬ ‫אתה‬ ‫,הלהרגני‬ Exod 2:14), should be read hyperliterally: Do you speak ‫)אומר(‬ to kill me?-implying that Moses killed the Egyptian taskmaster by voicing the Holy Name (YHWH), 35 as mentioned also in the ending of the VR midrash mentioned above. As a result, the blasphemer "extended a word toward him," that is, he pronounced the Holy Name in order to aim its lethal power toward the Israelite man. Eventually, both his father and he "fell into Moses' hands."
A few elements in the zoharic homilies strengthen the possibility that the hidden meaning of these homilies is an anti-Christian polemic alluding to some familiar Jewish counter-narrative traditions regarding the life story of Jesus (in particular some variations of TY). The following sections will discuss a few themes that might be hinted at in the VR midrash that seem to be more explicitly alluded to in the zoharic homilies.
a. The magical and lethal use of the Holy Name
As mentioned above, the magical use of the Tetragrammaton (YHWH) is found already in Greek magical papyri from Greco-Roman Egypt. 36 In rabbinic literature, aside from the descriptions of Jesus using (Egyptian) magical powers, a censored passage in b. Sanh. 106a might hint to Jesus using the power of the Holy Name 37 In our context it should be mentioned that, similarly to the blasphemer, Balaam functions in some rabbinic sources as sort of a (counter) pre-figuration of Jesus. 38 In a censored version of a passage in Tikunei Zohar, the name of Balaam replaces Jesus's name, which appeared in the first editions of the Zohar. 39 Balaam is even described, in Targum Pseudo-Jonathan (est. 8-9 th cent. Palestine), similarly to the way in which Jesus is described in the 35 Aramaic texts of TY. 40 However, in the Aramaic texts of TY Jesus has no knowledge of the Holy Name. He simply uses "words of magic" ‫דחרשיא(‬ ‫,)מילין‬ while only R. Yehuda is described as using the power of the Holy Name against Jesus. 41 In his Maftēaḥ haŠēmot (The Key of Names) written toward the end of 1280, Rabbi Abraham Abulafia draws an analogy between Pharaoh and Jesus, who both pretended to be Gods. 42 Abulafia explains that the true Messiah (who, according to Abulafia, is referred to by the Christians as the "anti-Christ") will stand up against all Christians and declare:
What he [Jesus] had said to the Christians, that he is a God and the son of God, is a complete lie. He did not receive his power from the unique (Holy) Name, as all his power is dependent ‫)תלוי(‬ upon the image of the Teli ‫התלי(‬ ‫,)בדמות‬ because he was hanged ‫)תלוי(‬ on the Tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 43 It is clear from here that Abulafia knows about the tradition of Jesus using the Holy Name, and he goes against this tradition by explaining that he only used (Egyptian) astral magic connected to the Teli (the astrological figure of the cosmic serpent or dragon), 44 identified here with Jesus himself. 45 A somewhat similar critique on the tradition describing Jesus as using the power of the Holy Name appears in Niṣṣaḥon Vetus (13 th cent.): 40 See Targum It is evident here that the anonymous author insists on preserving the older traditions (as they appear in the Talmud and in the early Aramaic versions of TY) describing Jesus as using (Egyptian) magic, and he refuses to accept the later traditions describing Jesus as using the power of the Holy Name. It is possible that a dispute regarding this tradition existed in the thirteenth century and that the Zohar adopted it (in the blasphemer homilies) while Abulafia and Niṣaḥon Vetus refused to accept it.
A Muslim anti-Jewish polemical work (12 th cent.) by al-Samawʼal ibn Yaḥyá Maghribī, Ifhām al-yahūd (Silencing the Jews), is probably one of the earliest sources mentioning Jesus as using the power of the Holy Name in a polemical context similar to TY. The book quotes the Jewish anti-Christian tradition against Jesus:
We say to them [the Jews]: What say you about Jesus the son of Mary? They will say: The son of Joseph the carpenter by fornication; he learned God's great name and with its help used to impose his will upon many things. . . . We say to them: If Moses also performed miracles by invoking the names of God, why do you believe in his prophet-hood and reject that of Jesus? They will say: Because God Almighty taught Moses the divine names, whilst Jesus learned them not by inspiration but from the walls of the Temple.
48
This tradition was later developed and integrated in the later versions of TY, which described Jesus as stealing the Holy Name from the Temple.
The first evidence of a TY text describing Jesus as using the power of the Holy Name is apparently found only towards the end of the thirteenth century in Raymond Martini's Spanish text Pugio fidei 49 (1280, or perhaps in mid-13 th cent. Germany in Der Passauer Anonymus). 50 Horbury raised the possibility that one of the texts that 46 See b. Qid. 49b (n. 20 above). 47 51 This text, found in a seventeenth-century manuscript in Leipzig, 52 contains an interesting remark regarding the way Jesus achieved the Holy Name:
And by magic and the defiled name he entered the temple [to steal the Holy Name]. If not so, how did the holy priests, sons of Aaron, allow him to enter? But certainly by magic and the defiled name he did it all.
53
This comment appears after a description of the way in which Jesus had stolen the Holy Name (by writing it on a piece of paper and keeping it within a cut in his flesh). It appears that this comment is an attempt to resolve the tension between the earlier and later traditions: Jesus did use the Holy Name which he had stolen from the temple, but this theft was made possible only through the use of "magic and the defiled name." Interestingly, in Ibn Shaprut's ʾEven Boḫan (14 th cent.), both traditions appear side by side in his TY version; he begins with a description of Jesus hiding the Holy Name in his flesh and continues with the Aramaic version describing his use of magic.
54
The final source that is extremely relevant in our context is the description of the Holy Name given to Jesus, as described in Sefer ha-Pĕli'āh:
And know, that any wise man needs to be proficient and knowledgeable in the matters of the wisdom known as Yeš ‫י"ש(‬ -lit. substance), 55 This anonymous Kabbalistic book, probably edited between the mid-thirteenth and late-fourteenth centuries, contains many early Kabbalistic traditions (including, among others, writings by Rabbi A. Abulafia, his student Rabbi Joseph ben Abraham Gikatilla 57 and some zoharic traditions). 58 The passage quoted above bears some resemblance to Abulafia's description mentioned above; the use of the phrase "wisdom known as Yeš" in this polemical context, in particular, seems to resonate with Abulafia's teaching: It is plausible to assume that a tradition on the connection of the mystery of the Yeš (and the Prima Materia) to both the Holy Name and Jesus was influenced by Abulafia.
61 Abulafia, as demonstrated above, went against the tradition which described Jesus using the Holy Name. However, the zoharic homilies on the blasphemer and the source from Sefer ha-Pĕli'āh might be evidence of a shift in medieval Kabblistic tradition regarding the description of Jesus using the magical powers of the Holy Name. In TY, where this tradition was given its final form, Jesus uses the Holy Name as a lethal weapon (mostly aimed at Judas Iscariot). As shown above, the Holy Name is used as a lethal weapon in the blasphemer's zoharic homilies as well. This midrash on the graphic meaning of the shape of the Hebrew letter ṣaddi ‫)צ(‬ voices a clear polemic against Jesus and is known to have influenced zoharic literature and other medieval kabbalistic sources that possibly also refer to Jesus. 64 The ṣaddi represents Jesus, who governs both Israel and Edom-Jews and Christians-and entices them to sin. 65 This dual connection of Jesus to Edom and Israel is alluded to again at the end of the passage, in the context of an interpretation of the verse regarding the son who entices others to idolatry (Deut 13:7) as referring to Jesus: he is "your mother's son," but not "your father's son." The interpretation of this verse, linking Jesus to the son who entices to idolatry, is common in medieval Jewish anti-Christian polemic literature. 66 However, in a slightly different version of this midrash there is an added explanation to the interpretation of the verse: "(and) as his Mother was of Israelite origin, and his father was a Nazarene" ‫נצרי(‬ ‫מן‬ ‫ואביו‬ ‫היתה‬ ‫מישראל‬ ‫אמו‬ ‫.)וכי‬ 67 From this extra explanation, it is clear that Jesus is described in this midrash as being the son of an Israelite Mother and a Gentile (Nazarene) 68 father. Through his mother Jesus was connected to Israel, and through his father to Edom. This tradition, similar to the one found in Celsus, may have influenced the Zohar (and even the midrash in VR) to link the Egyptian father of the blasphemer to Jesus's Gentile father.
Another important Kabbalistic source which strengthens the connection between Egypt and Jesus is found again in the writings of Rabbi Abraham Abulafia, who identifies Jesus as the overlord or the Pharoah of Egypt. 69 Moreover, as shown by Sagerman, Abulafia also alludes to the possible identification of Jesus with the Egyptian taskmaster (the blasphemer's father), whom Moses smites. 70 In an earlier work I have similarly demonstrated the affinity between the Egyptian man and Jesus (or Christendom), as can be found in some zoharic homilies. 71 It is very plausible that these zoharic homilies, including the homilies on the blasphemer, were influenced by the teachings of Abulafia 72 (perhaps through his disciple, Joseph Gikatilla). Finally, one of the most important pieces of evidence regarding the identification of Jesus's father as an Egyptian man can be found in the late Huldreich (Huldrico) edition of TY. 73 The Huldreich version of TY combines some of the earliest and some of the latest TY traditions (with some additional ones being unique to this version) and was probably edited around the fifteenth to sixteenth century. 74 After the rabbis accuse Jesus of being the son of a menstruant, the son of a prostitute, and a bastard, R. Akiva asks Jesus which town he comes from. Jesus replies:
He told her: He changed his name to "Egyptian" because he acted like the Egyptians ‫מצרים(‬ ‫מעשה‬ ‫.)עשה‬
79
From this evidence it seems reasonable to assume that the Huldreich tradition preserved older polemic traditions which identified Jesus's father with Egypt by naming him "Egyptian," 80 and which associated him with "Egyptian acts" (hinting at his impure sexual behavior). 81 Interestingly, the Huldreich version also repeatedly describes Jesus as a blasphemer ‫)מגדף(‬ who curses ‫)מחרף(‬ the God of Israel. 82 This might be another indicator of a known polemic tradition identifying the biblical blasphemer with Jesus.
c. The mother as a prostitute/an adulterous woman
The portrayal of Jesus's mother as a prostitute is known already from early Christian sources, as found, for instance, in the writings of the Christian theologian Tertullian (2-3 rd cent). 83 It appears also in rabbinic sources-in midrash Pĕsiqta Rabbati-as the attribute "bera di-ṣenuta" (lit. son of the whore). 84 Even the name by which Jesus is known in the Talmud, "son of Pandera," might be interpreted as "son of the whore."
As mentioned above, Rashi (Rabbi Shelomo Yitzhaqi), the twelfth-century medieval biblical commentator, had already suggested that Shelomith (the blasphemer's mother) was a prostitute. 86 Moreover, the Zohar itself clearly alludes to the adulterous nature of Shelomith in the lines which follow immediately after the explanation of the mystery of the blasphemy: [ The blasphemer] cursed in order to defend his mother. . . . This is uttered for the Reapers of the Field. Mystery of the matter: Such is the way of an adulteress (Prov. 30:20) . Happy is the share of the righteous, who know the matter and conceal it! 87 My claim is that portraying the blasphemer's mother as a whore and as an adulterous woman alludes to the polemical counter-narrative of Jesus's birth by Mary and against the Virgin's veneration, as will be further discussed below. 88 Moreover, the verse from Prov 30:20 serves as an internal code, which could be decoded only by the "Reapers of the Field," the righteous men, who are warned to keep the mysteries of the blasphemer and his adulterous mother concealed. This kind of "warning" is repeated four times during these short homilies. 89 It seems plausible to assume that these "warnings" serve as internal censorship of the anti-Christian polemics concealed in these homilies.
A clear reference to Mary as the adulteress woman described in Prov 30:20 appears in the late-thirteenth-century polemical anti-Christian work of R. Meir ben Simeon of Narbonne, Milḥemet Miṣvah: (Prov 30:20) Such is the way of an adulteress woman; she eats, and wipes her mouth, and says, I have done no wickedness. . . . A great insinuation is hinted here on a woman that will in future say this, and there is no truth in her words, and it came [this verse] to teach you not to fail in believing her. 90 It is possible that anti-Christian Jewish polemics such as Milḥemet Miṣvah, have transmitted a clear reference to Mary as the adulteress woman described in Prov 30:20 into the Zohar.
Another interesting example from the Kabbalistic tradition describing Jesus's mother as a whore and adulteress appears in the writings of Rabbi Joseph of Hamadan (13-14 th cent.), who might even be the author of some parts of zoharic literature. 91 In his Ta'amei ha-Miṣwot (lit. reasons for the commandments) he writes:
In the larger context, the zoharic commentary on the biblical story of the blasphemer is an example that provides a better understanding of the influence of the polemical tract TY (in its different variants and forms) on the Zohar -an influence which has never before been examined.
Finally, as I have shown elsewhere, this polemical anti-Christian interpretation of the blasphemer's story is spelled out explicitly in the exegesis of the late-sixteenth and seventeenth-century kabbalistic commentators on the Zohar. 115 In light of this essay, I believe these commentators managed to reveal and preserve the original anti-Gospel polemic hidden in the zoharic homilies on the blasphemer.
